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Introduction 
      "You Americans are so rude . You come right out and say 
things!" exploded a Japanese exchange student during a 
discussion about honorifics, mitigators, and dishonorifics at 
the college where she was studying in the United States (Chaika, 
1989, p.  71). 
      How often is this sentiment felt by Japanese students 
studying with American teachers? No statistical data is 
available to answer that question; however, given the cultural 
and linguistic differences between Japanese and American 
discourse styles, it is plausible to assume that it occurs for 
most students at some point during their multicultural learning 
experience. This is especially true in classes where Western-
style participation and discussion techniques are being 
introduced. In these classes, it is common for teachers to 
attempt to elicit student opinions, attitudes, comments, and 
discussion on "easy" topics such as students' own lives, daily 
news, situations in Japan which are familiar to most students, 
or short textbook readings. Based on the authors' experiences, 
there are usually a couple of students in each class who enjoy 
sharing their personal views. However, the majority of students 
seem to reluctantly respond with minimal information accompanied 
by a sense of embarrassment or, after a lengthy silence, no 
response at all. 
     Having experienced the above classroom situation, and being 
tasked with preparing Japanese high intermediate ability level 
university students to participate actively in a Western-style 
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discussion group in English, the authors experimented with using 
fiction as a springboard to discussion. We developed a 
successful mini-discussion course using an American short story 
as the core material. In trying to be sensitive to the shared 
background of the students, namely, their cultural norm of not 
expressing opinions directly and a passive learning style in 
their  K-12 education, we decided to test the idea of using 
nonpersonal discussion material rather than the more commonly 
tried "easy" topics. 
Mini-Course Design 
      In designing the mini course, we outlined the learning 
objectives, selected and designed materials, created lesson 
plans for three 90-minute classes, and developed evaluation 
materials. 
      The learning objectives were that students would be able to 
do the following at the end of three 90-minute classes: 
      1. express and substantiate answers to discussion 
            questions provided by teachers 
      2. recognize and respond appropriately to the various 
            roles in a discussion group 
      3. utilize the expressions and phrases taught to 
            facilitate participation in a discussion group
      4. replicate the process with minimal guidance from 
             instructors 
      In considering the materials required for the mini- course, 
we chose the following: 
      1. a fictional short story reading 
      2. content and vocabulary comprehension questions 
      3. handout regarding roles and expressions useful in 
            discussion groups 
      4. discussion questions 
      5. student self-evaluation of participation and 
            learning 
     Selecting the reading is a vital part of the success of the 
mini-course. By utilizing fiction as the vehicle for 
discussion, the teacher can reduce the degree of cultural 
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discomfort experienced by many students who are not accustomed 
to discussing personal opinions with a teacher, especially a 
teacher from another culture. Therefore, the reading must be 
engaging enough to encourage students to want to talk about 
their ideas and find out what others think, too. It needs to 
have some element of intrigue or mystery so  students' creativity 
centers will be activated. When functioning in the creative 
mode, students seem much more capable of utilizing what they 
already know to produce communication, perhaps because they are 
less consciously focused on production and accuracy and more 
focused on communicating their own creative ideas. Also, 
because they are communicating in the fiction zone, they seem to 
be less inhibited by cultural norms for discourse which prevent 
clear and direct explanation of ideas. 
      We used the following criteria for choosing discussion 
materials: 
      1. fictional and nonpersonal subject matter 
           interesting to the group being taught 
      2. clear issues to discuss 
     3. possibility for multiple opinions rather than only 
           two opposing opinions 
     4. difficulty level suited to the ability of the 
           group 
      5. topical content that the students could relate to 
           even if they  hadn't experienced it personally, and
      6. reading material that was short enough to be read
           as homework over a one-week period 
      Selection and/or design of the next three elements, content 
and vocabulary comprehension questions, discussion group roles 
and expressions, and open-ended discussion questions, utilize 
typical EFL materials development design approaches. 
     Because of the highly participative nature of the mini-
course, it seemed most appropriate for students to evaluate 
their own performance. Each student was given a card with the 
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following categories: He or she could assign from 0 to 5 points 
per category depending on each  person's assessment of individual 
preparation and performance. Teachers, of course, have the 
right to override a student evaluation if it appears extremely 
unrealistic. However, in our experience, students tended to 
grade themselves a bit lower rather than higher. 
Conducting the Mini-Course 
      The reading we used was the original version of the 
American short story The Lady, or The Tiger? by Frank R . 
Stockton, and we were highly satisfied with the results 
(Secondary English Editorial Staff, 1991, pp.  137-144). A 
simplified version is available in the reading text titled, 
Great American Stories 1, An ESL/EFL Reader for students at 
intermediate levels (Draper, 1993, pp.  72-85) . The activity is 
not recommended for low intermediate or beginning level students 
since they have not yet developed the vocabulary to express 
their ideas. The Lady, or The Tiger? was ideal  for stimulating 
discussion in a group of university freshman because the story 
has no ending, only a riddle for each reader to solve concerning 
the outcome. Also, although the setting is a fictitious land 
many, many years ago, the human characteristics and behavior 
displayed by all the characters are still found in modern 
society. The story itself is captivating and enjoyable reading, 
and students were incredibly anxious to discuss their ideas 
about the outcome. 
      The story is about a semi-barbaric princess who falls in 
love with a handsome commoner. All is well until the king 
discovers the unthinkable love affair and activates his system 
of justice which utilizes the laws of chance. The handsome 
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commoner must enter the arena and choose one of two doors to 
determine his future. Behind one is a beautiful lady whom he 
would marry on the spot, and behind the other is a hungry tiger 
who would instantly devour him. The princess is distraught over 
the prospect that her lover will be eaten by the tiger, but she 
is also consumed with jealously at the thought of his marrying 
another woman. The hot-blooded and headstrong princess tampers 
with her father's legal system and finds out which door conceals 
the tiger, and then she signals to her lover. But, what does 
she signal and how will the lover interpret her minute hand 
gesture? That is for each reader to decide. 
      Students were assigned the reading and content questions as 
homework. Additionally, they were instructed to circle words 
they didn't know and underline words they couldn't pronounce. 
They were given one week to complete the assignment. During the 
first class, students were seated in a circle to facilitate 
interaction. The teacher first gave students an opportunity to 
ask about vocabulary. Then, they reviewed the answers to the 
content questions as a group and clarified any 
misunderstandings. Students were then instructed to write an 
ending to the story. They used the remaining class time, but 
completed the ending of the  story as homework due by the next 
class. 
      During the second class session,  students were divided into 
groups of four and asked to read the endings of their stories to 
their group. This activity generated more interest as students 
began to see how many different ways there were to complete the 
story. Next, the teacher distributed a handout explaining 
discussion group roles and useful expressions. Each student in 
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the group was assigned a discussion group role-leader, reporter, 
devil's advocate, and prompter. Finally, students were given a 
handout with discussion questions and asked to function as a 
discussion group. The leader of each group would read the first 
question and ask for responses from the group. If no one 
responded, the prompter would encourage someone to speak. The 
reporter would take notes and ask for clarification if he or she 
didn't understand clearly. Since it was the reporter's job to 
explain the group's ideas in a larger group later, everyone 
participated well to make sure that person understood the ideas. 
The devil's advocate was assigned to stimulate discussion by 
disagreeing or posing an alternative not mentioned by other 
group members just to keep discussion moving or from becoming 
too agreeable. The devil's advocate was coached that he or she 
didn't have to necessarily believe the ideas mentioned, but they 
were just useful to get people to think more deeply about their 
answers. 
      After about 15 minutes discussing the first question, the 
class was brought together and the reporters explained the ideas 
of their group. Few were in unanimous agreement. The diversity 
demonstrated after the first question seemed to encourage 
students to continue to express their ideas individually as they 
reconvened in small groups and continued discussing questions. 
Students would work on three questions in small groups, then 
reconvene in the large group with a randomly selected leader to 
chair the discussion. 
     This process continued for the remainder of the second and 
third class periods. By the end of the third class, all 
questions had been discussed and the teacher concluded with 
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comments about how this story paralleled real life where there 
were often no clear-cut answers and that many of life's 
decisions rested on how each person viewed the situation. 
Finally, students were asked to rate their participation and 
degree of learning from the mini course. 
Conclusion 
      Based on this experience, we can report that students were 
both willing and able to clearly express their ideas, which 
required blending their own perspectives on human nature with 
the material provided in the story. The variety of responses 
were remarkably well thought-out and substantiated in most 
cases, plus the students were thoroughly engaged in discussing 
their theories, asking questions for clarification, disagreeing, 
and postulating alternatives for each other to consider. They 
reported that they learned new vocabulary, found new 
understanding for the basis of some of the differences in 
western and eastern thought processes, felt more confident 
expressing their ideas in a group, and loved both the story and 
the opportunity to communicate in this fashion. Additionally, 
several students enjoyed the activity so much that they wrote 
several versions of the ending and asked that teachers read and 
comment on them. 
     We concluded, based on student input and teacher 
perception, that the learning objectives had been met. We do 
not wish to imply that a one-time sojourn into another realm of 
communicating, however, will create a permanent change in 
classroom behavior, but it served successfully as an ice-breaker 
and an opportunity to create greater awareness that alternative 
forms of communicating are not inherently wrong. We highly 
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recommend a follow-up activity with another short  story so that 
the students can reinforce their discussion group skills. 
     Perhaps if the student quoted at the beginning of this 
article had been exposed to a similar type of discussion group 
process before being expected to talk about differences in 
discourse styles, she would have been more aware that such 
differences  don't necessarily stem from rudeness, but rather 
from differences in social conditioning and expectations . It is 
small wonder that diplomatic relations sometimes break down 
between countries.
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